AGA Spring 2011 Education Trip on Historic Route 66

The AGA Spring education trip was a step back in time to explore part of the ‘Mother Road’ - Historic Route 66 – through northern Arizona.  This 2,448 mile road began in 1926 to provide opportunities to travelers, as America moved West.  The road began in Chicago, linking small communities across the U.S., and ending in Santa Monica, CA.  Originally, only 800 miles of the highway were paved, and none in Arizona, where they were mostly dirt and gravel.  Paving wasn’t complete until the mid 1930’s.  Route 66 is also known as ‘The Main Street of America’, The Wire Road, and the Will Rogers Highway, to name a few. 
We headed north on I-17 then headed west through Prescott and Chino Valley before starting to “get our kicks on route 66”, and fill up our Route 66 ‘passport’ along the route.  Our first stop was Ashfork, which began as a stage depot under a group of ash trees at the fork of Ash Creek.  We had our ‘passports’ stamped at the Route 66 Museum there, and viewed much of the road’s historic beginnings.  Ashfork is known as the flagstone capital of the USA.

Our next stop was Seligman, founded in 1886 as the connecting point of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad by two New York banking brothers named Seligman.  It was also the beginning of the original 158 mile stretch of old Route 66.  Long time resident Angel Delgadillo, the town barber, and one of the founders of The Historic Route 66 Association of Arizona, stepped onto our motor coach to welcome us and invite us to explore the historic town’s main street and have our passport stamped in his now famous barber shop and visitor’s center.  We had lunch in Seligman at the Road Kill Café, though we didn’t try ‘their dishes full of tricks, scraped off Highway 66”!  
On down the road, we went 21 stories beneath the earth to experience the underground world of Grand Canyon Caverns, one of the few privately owned natural wonders of Arizona, and the largest ‘dry’ limestone cavern in the U.S.  Discovered in 1927, these ‘dry’ caverns formed over 300 million years ago.  The newest attraction is a comfortable hotel suite 220 feet below the surface in the cavern, featuring two comfy beds, a flat screen TV with DVD player, small refrigerator and microwave, bathroom and shower – all for only about $700 a night!  A petrified bobcat, an ancient bear-like creature, and fossils were among the oddities of these strange caverns.  

Beyond the caverns we traveled through Peach Springs, home of the Hualapai Indians, and their tribal headquarters, which oversees 1 million acres of their reservation.  It was once a western terminal of the Santa Fe Railroad, and abandoned buildings of decades past still line the main street.  Diamond Creek Road, starting at Peach Springs, is the only existing road leading to the bottom of the Grand Canyon.  We had to keep our eyes open or we would have missed Truxton, Valentine, Hackberry, and Valle Vista (the newest-1972-community along old route 66 as we continued on to Kingman, the heart of the longest remaining stretch of Route.   There, we had our passports stamped again at the Powerhouse Visitor Center and Museum, and posed for a traditional group photo.  
From there we headed to the Colorado River, staying at (windy) Laughlin for the night and some fun at the hotel and casinos on the banks of the river.  What happens in Laughlin stays in Laughlin!  
The next morning we hit the road to discover historic Oatman, born in 1906 as a tent camp.  Later, it flourished as a gold mining center, and is home to the historic Oatman Hotel, where Clark Gable and Carole Lombard spent their wedding night.  Oatman is now ‘owned’ by the wild burros roaming the streets and delighting tourists as they nuzzle visitors for handouts.  The babies wear a sticker on their foreheads, warning tourists not to feed them, since while they’re as friendly as their mothers, aren’t weaned enough yet to tolerate food – especially ‘people’ food.
Back on the main road, we headed south to Lake Havasu City for lunch on the banks of Lake Havasu, in the shadow of the London Bridge by the quaint English Village now residing nearby.  The bridge, which spanned the River Thames in England from the 1830’s to 1968, was reconstructed brick by brick (10,276 pieces) and re-dedicated in Lake Havasu City in 1971.  City founder, Robert McCulloch, Sr., purchased the London Bridge for $2.5 million, and spent another $7 million to re-build the world famous structure.     

After lunch we headed on south along the river to the Parker Strip, and a brief stop to view the Parker Dam.  This engineering marvel stands 320 feet tall, making it the world’s deepest dam. The dam forms the reservoir of Lake Havasu, which is 45 miles long.  During construction, workers had to dig down 235 feet through the sand and gravel of the riverbed before hitting the bedrock needed to secure the foundation. Today, only the top third of the dam is visible. Lake Havasu, the reservoir behind the dam, has a storage capacity of 211 billion gallons.
Then it was time to ‘deadhead’ home through Quartzsite and begin the final leg of our journey back to the Valley on Interstate 10.  It was a great trip back through Arizona’s history, researched and planned by Leslie Ullstrup, chair of AGA’s Education Committee.  Thanks, Leslie, for another fabulous road trip!!    
